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Spring
is the season
when the
rugged West
comes to life,
when the
cowboy and
cowgirl spirit
is in full view.

Around these parts, spring might as well be
called “surprise! ” Streaming sunshine? It’s a
possibility. Sudden snow shower? That’s a
possibility, too. For those wild and raw weeks
from March till May, Big Sky Country welcomes
all of the elements at once, and shows ’em off
with pride.
So what does that look like? After a long winter,
the ground is thawing, everything’s coming back
to life and there’s an opportunity to see a
spectacular shade of green return to the
foothills. I notice it the most on the Island Lodge
on Salmon Lake. When there’s just enough of
a melt to carve our way across the water in a
boat, the whole place starts to pop with color.
Thanks to the occasional rain (April’s often full
of it), Paws Up comes into “mud season,” and
you can bet our staff has the mud-caked boots
to show for it. For our guests, it’s a chance to
test your grit in a soft adventure season. Our
camps aren’t open till May, which means that
the folks who book in spring have the place to
themselves. There’s a badge of honor that’s
earned by taking to the trails in our fat tire e-bikes
and getting covered by mud, and a sense of joy
in changing out of your soaked gear and into
warm clothes, cozying up by the fire.

Spring Fling
You know that old saying about a river, that you never step into the
same one twice? It could just as easily have been said about spring in
Montana: unpredictability is part of the allure. Here’s a glimpse of what
to expect, according to Wilderness Outpost General Manager Will Smith.
“Pack for unpredictable weather” is one of the most important pieces of
advice. With Mother Nature waking up from winter in yawns and stretches,
you could wind up with rain or shine, snow or a sunset show—all in the
same day.

The experiences guests have when they come
to Montana in spring aren’t scripted, but when
the weather cooperates, it almost feels like
they hit the lottery. The unpredictability of the
season is what makes it special. Mother Nature
takes the lead, and we’re happy to follow.
Unlike summer, when the days are packed
with activities from dawn till dusk, in the spring
there are often built-in breaks that add a layer
of peaceful contemplation. Montana shines
through it all, making for some of the best days
of the year.

We can always find a safe and exhilarating route for our fat tire electric
bikes during mud season. Cover up in head-to-toe ponchos, or wear
your signature mud streaks with pride.
In early spring, when the Blackfoot River is likely still frozen, we can
occasionally sneak in fly-fishing on the Clearwater River. The river is
too small to fish in the summer, but in the springtime, it’s beautiful.
Sporting clays is one of those tried-and-true activities that shine
year-round: Way out there in the still and quiet of nature, it’s just you and
the spectacular scenery.

I hope you’ll join us and get to experience our
wild, wonderful spring for yourself.

Will Smith
General Manager, Wilderness Outpost
The Resort at Paws Up

CORRECTION: Errors were made in the print version of the 2021 Winter
Adventure Journal. In the article, “Around Here, There’s No Such Thing as
Keeping Up with the Neighbors,” we misstated the size of a peregrine falcon. In
fact, the species ranges from 14.2 to 19.3 inches in length. Also, Raptors of
the Rockies is an organization that cares for disabled birds but does
not rehabilitate them. We apologize for the mistakes.

Since our luxury camping isn’t available until mid-May, if you’re here in
the months prior, it feels like you have the run of the place. It’s a quiet
energy, and it’s special.
The joke around here is that as soon as you catch the first blooms of
spring, another snow comes along and covers them up. Good thing
Montana’s spring color is stubborn.

Tipping Our Hat
to Shorty

Legendary female hatter co -headlines
the Cowgirl Spring Roundup

DESPITE HER SLIGHT STATURE,
LAVONNA “SHORTY” KOGER
MAKES A BIG IMPRESSION.
Spunky and spirited, this former rodeo cowgirl is
a force to be reckoned with—and a household
name in Western circles.
A keen businesswoman, Shorty has been
crafting cowboy hats by hand for more than 40
years. Her hand-stitched hats are highly coveted
modern heirlooms, drawing a cult-like following
the world over.
Interestingly, it was ruined hats that drew her
to the business. After sending two of her
father’s hats out for cleaning only to discover they
were ruined upon return, Shorty’s brother
urged her to try her hand at hat making. She
happened to learn that a man who shared
her nickname was selling his hat-making
equipment, but it was promised to someone
else. Not one to walk away from a challenge,
Shorty showed up early and waited patiently.
The original buyer never showed, and the
equipment was hers.
She started small and built a reputation for
producing quality, custom hats, then opened
Shorty’s Caboy Hattery in Oklahoma City’s
Stockyards in the 1970s. Today, her hats are
worn by rodeo champions, country music stars
and Western fashion lovers alike.

The Oklahoma native may be humble, but
she certainly stands out as the only female
custom hatter in the U.S. “Shorty really knows
her trade,” says Vela. “She’s got a lot of passion.”
She also has a “big heart,” as Vela puts it: Shorty
helped found Rein in Cancer, a nonprofit raising
money for cancer treatments, and supports the
University of Oklahoma Cancer Center. These
are among the many reasons Shorty was invited
to be one of the headliners of the Cowgirl
Spring Roundup, held at Paws Up from April
21–24. One of The Resort’s signature events,
the Roundup is an intimate gathering offering
unparalleled access to Shorty and other
Hall of Fame honorees, including Western
photographer Barbara Van Cleve and Retired
Rear Admiral Christina Alvarado Shanahan.
“I can’t think of another opportunity where
you can hang out with Shorty, Barbara and
Christina like the Cowgirl Spring Roundup,”
says Vela. “You get to know them on a different
level and hear their personal stories.”

Those famous toppers, and Shorty’s dedication
to her craft, landed her a spot in the National
Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame. She was
inducted in 2021 alongside country music star
Miranda Lambert, but Shorty certainly doesn’t
stand in anyone’s shadow.
“Every year we have incredible honorees who
have shaped the American West,” explains
Diana Vela, associate executive director of
exhibits and education at the museum. “But
Shorty really has a following. We were awed
by her fans.”

Photo courtesy of Impulse Photography

A
DATE
WITH
EIGHT

The Miles City Bucking Horse Sale
Saddle bronc riding is the quintessential rodeo sport:
a date with just eight seconds, wherein a cowboy
must stay atop a relentless 1,000-pound tidal wave of
muscle and sinew, using just one hand.
Every third weekend in May, cowboys worldwide travel
to the small eastern Montana town of Miles City for
its world-famous annual bucking horse sale. The first
Miles City Bucking Horse Sale was staged way back in
1951, when locals Les Boe and Bob Pauley purchased
a herd of yearling steers—and inexplicably received
35 head of bucking horses they hadn’t a clue what to
do with.
Miles City was considered the “horse capital of the
world” at the dawn of the 20th century. Nearby Fort
Keogh was a U.S. Army remount station, owing to
the sheer number of horses abandoned by area
homesteaders who found local drought conditions
untenable. Horses consigned as “bucking horses” aren’t
wild or mustangs (which are illegal to sell in Montana), but
are typically unbroken quarter horse rodeo stock, or
simply unsalable as pleasure or working horses.
According to the Miles City Chamber of Commerce,
thousands of people packed the stands to purchase the
horses over a three-day sale last spring—effectively
doubling the town’s population.

The 2022 Miles City Bucking Horse Sale,
also known as “Cowboy Mardi Gras,”
will be held May 19–22.

William
Blacker

One of
fly-fishing’s
more intriguing
world records

revolutionized
fly-fishing.
His book
broke auction
records.
While a record cutthroat trout would easily surpass 25 inches, something
measuring less than 10 inches set a fly-fishing world record: a book.
An 1843 version of Irishman William Blacker’s game-changing book on
fly making, Catechism of Fly Making, Angling and Dyeing, Comprising
Most Essential Information, sold at auction in 2012 for a record-breaking
£187,250—more than $250,000 in US dollars. Why does Blacker’s
mini-masterpiece on fly-fishing, believed to have transformed fly-fishing
from a Victorian gentleman’s pursuit to a sport for the masses, stand alone
in fly-fishing lore?
Maybe it’s the age, although Dame Juliana Berners’s Treatyse of
Fysshynge with an Angle was published much earlier, in 1496. Maybe
it’s the fame of Blacker’s fishing classic, though Sir Izaak Walton’s
The Compleat Angler is far better known. Or maybe, just maybe, it was
the incredible rarity and the fact that the book was still chock-full of over
70 hand-tied flies that originally came attached via silver foil.
In actuality, luck may have been the biggest driver at the Bonhams of
London auction. Bidding started slowly. Suddenly, like a frenzy of
rainbow trout gobbling stoneflies from a Montana river’s surface, the
bidders got aggressive. Once the bids for Catechism for Fly Making
pushed past $100,000, the fever hit. Incredibly, the price rushed over
$200,000, and actually zoomed past $250,000—more than 5,000% past
the predicted sale price.

Tie
One
On

[ Parachute Adams ]

Blacker, who owned a fly shop in London’s Soho district, made far less
selling the fly rods, reels, fancy feathers and flies back in the day than
one of his books would 170 years later. But the appeal of his method of
fly tying was priceless, and timeless. As Blacker himself pointed out, his
book depicted “a craft that has not hitherto been clearly promulgated by a
real practitioner.”
Today, early editions of Blacker’s book—the very first edition was a mere
48 pages—might set you back a few thousand dollars or more. But
any version of Catechism of Fly Making holds up as a vivid guidebook
to seducing trout, from England’s River Test to Montana’s storied
Blackfoot River.

[ Rogue Skwala ]

The principles perfected by William
Blacker back in 1840s Victorian
Ireland apply to methods used to tie
flies today. Imagine a native Montana
cutthroat, perhaps wearing a
monocle, rising to a stonefly with a
bit of a British accent.

Springtime fly-fishing near Paws
Up includes the Clearwater River,
where fishing for hungry rainbows
can be fast and furious. Fish are
always ready to strike attractor dries
such as a Parachute Adams or
Purple Haze. Tie one on and tie into
a feisty fighter this spring.

Once the Blackfoot River, fed in
spring by runoff from neighboring
mountains, drops into fishable shape,
imitation Skwala stoneflies tempt
hungry cutthroat trout, rainbows
and browns. The Rogue Skwala
and Carlson’s Skwala often entice
rod-bending takes. (Paws Up guided
spring trips typically run on the
Clearwater River and later on the
Blackfoot River.)

Cherry POP!

BloomBoom

ROY AND SHIRLEY COME OF AGE

Who can forget their very first Shirley Temple or Roy Rogers? Served in a crystal highball
glass with a single, bright red cherry on a spear, those drinks symbolized a coming of
age. Paws Up Bartender Allyson Ronia leverages childhood nostalgia to create these
Montana Flathead cherry cocktails for grown-ups.

MONTANA’S MICROCLIMATE YIELDS
A BLOSSOMING BUSINESS FOR SWEET
LOCAL CHERRIES.
It could be mid-March in Paris or mid-April in Tokyo, but it’s not. It’s mid-May in
Montana and plumes of pink cherry blossoms erupt, seemingly overnight, to forge a
ticker tape fringe on the shores of Flathead Lake.
It’s a distinctly Montanan obsession, an almost fist-gnawing anticipation. It’s Flathead
cherry season and, for locals, it’s practically a religion: a devotion to the idea that all
of the best things in life are ephemeral, not eternal. Unlike Washington and California,
states that enjoy longer growing seasons, Montana’s cherry bounty comes and goes
within a scant four-week window.
Once blooms burst in May, colorful boxes of honeybees dot orchards, and colonies
sound a chorale hum as they move from tree to tree. Without pollination,
cherry trees don’t produce fruit. Some varieties of cherries are
self-sterile and also require another breed grown in the
same orchard.
Cherries that grow on the banks of one of
the largest lakes in America aren’t one
particular breed. Instead, they are popular
varieties that often grow elsewhere, but
when formed locally, offer a flavor and
character that distinguishes them from
other regions.
Names like Bing, Lambert, Lapin,
Rainier, Selah, Skeena and Sweetheart
are just some of the types grown in
western Montana, but these can also
be found in neighboring states. And like
wine grapes, the quality of the cherry
can be defined by place. The terroir (taste
and flavor imparted by environment) that
defines those grown in the Flathead
Valley is a rarefied combination of mild
lake-influenced climate, pure waters and fertile
soil that make them some of the plumpest,
sweetest and most flavorful on earth.
Mike Mitchell comes from two generations of cherry producers
in the Flathead region. A lumber wholesaler by profession, he owned his
own cherry orchards for 30 years and was the first grower in the Flathead Valley to
build a consumer brand: Cowboy Cherries of Montana.

GENTLEMAN ROY

“Most people with homes on the lake send
cherries to a co-op run by the Flathead Cherry
Growers Association,” Mitchell says. That, or
they set up mom-and-pop roadside stands.
Mitchell had bigger plans. Costco-big.
“I knew Costco’s business model favored local
growers, and Flathead cherries already enjoy
a resident cult following,” Mitchell says. Few
can meet the retailer’s rigorous production
requirements, stringent field-to-market
inspections and required packing infrastructure,
he says, so no locals had ever tried. Going
big meant a whole new infrastructure: installing
a cooling and sorting line to process and pack
cherries, conducting field audits, building four
room-sized walk-in coolers and obtaining
refrigerator trucks.
Mitchell acquired all of that, plus a second
orchard in the sunbelt of Paradise, Montana. This
slightly different microclimate, at the confluence
of two rivers, led to an earlier harvest by two
weeks and significantly greater profits. In 2018,
Cowboy Cherries delivered over 350,000 pounds
of fruit to five statewide Costco stores and
regional chains, pushing a very tiny fruit into a
very lucrative endeavor.
For most people in Montana, even lakeside
orchard owners, Flathead cherries are more a
source of pride than income—a thread woven
between neighbors of this unique growing region,
tying them together. And most often, they’re sold,
and savored, just one juicy pound at a time, from
quaint farm stands along Route 35. They bear
simple signs with peeling paint and just one word:

“

Cherries.”

		
2 ounces Whistling Andy bourbon
		
1 ounce house-made grenadine
		Cola
		
Single Flathead cherry for garnish
In a shaker, add ice and combine bourbon and grenadine. Strain into an ice-filled glass,
and top with cola. Stir, garnish with cherry and serve.
SEÑORA SHIRLEY
		
2 ounces Spotted Bear agave liquor
		
½ ounce house-made grenadine
		
½ ounce house-made jalapeño syrup
		Lemon-lime soda
		
Single Flathead cherry for garnish
In a shaker, add ice and combine agave liquor, grenadine and jalapeño syrup. Strain
into an ice-filled glass, and top with lemon-lime soda. Stir, garnish with cherry and serve.
Note: For a plain adult Shirley, omit jalapeño syrup and substitute vodka for agave.
Drink Elements
HOUSE-MADE GRENADINE
		
		
		
		
		

1½ cups sugar
½ cup Flathead cherry juice
½ cup pomegranate juice
1 ounce lemon juice
½ cup water

Combine ½ cup sugar and cherry juice, bringing to a rolling boil for 8 minutes over
medium heat; set aside. Bring pomegranate and lemon juices, water and cherry syrup
(made in the previous step) to a simmer, stirring occasionally. Once incorporated, add
remaining sugar, stirring until dissolved. Bring to a simmer to slightly thicken. Cool for
3 hours.
JALAPEÑO SIMPLE SYRUP
		1 cup water
		
4–5 (depending on size) jalapeños, sliced into coins
		
1 cup sugar
In a small pot, combine water and jalapeños. Bring to a rolling boil for 10 minutes.
Add sugar. Stir until dissolved. Strain and cool.

Spring 2022: Sage, Pine and
Adventure Fill the Air

The soul of
Montana
lies in her
musicians.

Spring events at Paws Up
let the whole fa m i ly play in the mud
What better time for learning a few new tricks than Spring Break? Toast world-class
chefs and vintners, saddle up with Cowgirl Hall of Famers or singe your eyebrows with
some amazing pit masters. Spring weather may be unpredictable, but the fun is on!
The French Laundry Unfolded | March 4–6, 2022
The French Laundry routinely launches chefs like Paws Up Senior Executive
Chef Sunny Jin into the stratosphere of culinary deliciousness. Come savor the
results as he invites other French Laundry alums to craft one-of-a-kind menus.
The beneficiary? Your palate.
Spring Break, Montana-Style | March 21–April 21, 2022
Immerse yourself, and your kids, in a dizzying array of activities and workshops that
will leave you breathless. Blast through mud on ATVs. Wander through the woods on
horseback. Then reward yourself with exquisite cuisine.

Out here,
these are
household
names.
When John Floridis stands next to a Blackfoot River campfire
and breaks into “Norwegian Wood” by the Beatles, a mood is set.
Masterful riffs are always his prelude to bluesy folk rock sets. When
he sings, Floridis’s soulful voice makes you feel like you are right
where you belong: in a moment that represents Montana as it was
meant to be.
“People get caught up in the myth of what Montana is,” Floridis
says. “The local songwriters reflect reality. Folks like Tom Catmull,
Andrea Harsell and Travis Yost provide a diverse sound. And really,
from the start, Paws Up has valued and hired Montana musicians,
and they let us pretty much be ourselves.”
In fact, Montana’s own musicians—the singer-songwriters, guitar
pickers, bluegrass and bluesy rockers—craft the soundtrack of the
wilderness. They write about people coming together, and about
the pain of being apart.
The fabric of Montana’s music is homegrown, promulgated by
artists like Andrea Harsell. Her Missoula roots run deep. After more
than two decades of touring, you can still find her living on the
outskirts of town, raising 15 chickens, riding dirt bikes and
sometimes playing gigs as a duo with her violin-playing daughter.
Her roots-rock music bridges country and blues. “I just chase
what I hear in my head as I’m writing,” she says. “I wouldn’t
say I have a muse, per se. I’m inspired by nature and Montana’s
stunning seasons.”

Spring Break Wilderness Workshops
March 21–27, April 11–17 |

March 24, April 20 |
March 28–30 |
March 29 |
March 31, April 5 and 15 |
April 1–3 |

The sound of artists like Floridis and Harsell is as authentically
Montana as an elk’s bugle. Other musicians from the Missoula
music scene bring a rich background and knowledge of the West to
their performances.

April 16 |

Gettin’ Primitive with Gary Steele
the kids will talk about this outdoor skills
workshop for years
Montana Majesty Painting with Ashley Mitchell
artists of all ages and skill levels are welcome
Sandwich Sensations
with Chef Jeff Mauro, TV’s Sandwich King
Reindeer Lore and Antler Jewelry Making
fine artistry with Elsa Janney
Big Sky Photography
learn from the master, Stuart Thurlkill
Pizza and Pasta Making
doughy fun with Chef Matt Sigler
Coulee Contours
Landscape Sketches with artist Jewell Case

Cowgirl Spring Roundup | April 21–24, 2022

“When people come to Paws Up, they yearn for something real,
something that really expresses the American West,” said Scott
Schaefer, the Ranch’s director of special events. “Local musicians,
steeped in Montana’s history and people, tell the stories that define
Montana.”

A sense of adventure permeates our crisp spring air when the National Cowgirl
Museum and Hall of Fame honorees arrive. Join them and let your horsewomanship—
and your sense of accomplishment—grow by leaps and canters.
The Wonder Women of Food and Wine | April 29–May 1, 2022

That Western genuineness comes through as loud and clear as
a coyote’s cry. You can feel it in the mellow voice of Tom Catmull
and in the boot-stompin’ good times created by the Timber Rattlers,
whose high-energy brand of bluegrass gets toes tappin’ and hands
clappin’ at many Paws Up events. So does Mudslide Charley,
another energetic band that fits the West like a calfskin glove. Their
music may be influenced heavily by the Delta blues, but they are
pure Montana through and through.

Out here in the wilderness you can witness the incredible artistry of the Wonder
Women of Food and Wine. Get to know some of the world’s finest chefs. Taste buds
will dance with glee. And so will the rest of you, once the music kicks in.
Montana Master Grillers | May 27–30, 2022
Get ready for some heavy plates of beefy, bisony barbecue goodness when Montana
Master Grillers invites top pit masters to fill the air with smoky aromas. Live music?
Mud flingin’ adventures? You bet your new cowboy hat.

Just what is the allure, the siren song, that keeps pulling musicians
back to Paws Up? “It’s such beautiful country. People are so nice.
And the food is really great,” Harsell says. “Yeah. Gotta be the food.”

All Paws Up events, dates and teachers are subject to change. For the most up-to-date details,
please contact Reservations at 866-991-1354 or reservations@pawsup.com.
Clockwise from top: Mudslide Charley, John Floridis and Andrea Harsell

Chris Eyer is that true jack-of-all-trades, not unlike early pioneers:
a rare breed we all assumed had gone extinct a century ago. It
could be in his genes. His great-grandfather was an early
homesteader in 1889 settling in the town of Ovando, Montana.
Whatever it is, no one could have predicted that a boy growing up
in an ocean-side suburb of Los Angeles would ever become so
smitten with nature.

What About The Bob?
W I L D E R T H A N A N AT I O N A L PA R K ,
T H E B O B M A RS H A L L W I L D E R N E S S B EC KO N S .
PAC K M U L E N O T I N C L U D E D .

Enter Chris Eyer :
The Mule Dragger
Ex-marine.
Electrical contractor.
Professional saddle maker.
Practicing Buddhist.

“ I’m co m pl et ely se lf- ta ug ht

th e
as a pa ck er , an d it’s ab ou t
w or st w ay to lea rn . ”

Y O U ’ V E H E A R D OF MON TA N A’S
G L AC I E R N AT ION A L PA R K A ND
Y E L L O W STO N E N AT ION A L PARK,
B U T W H AT A B OU T “T H E B O B ”?

Named after a celebrated wilderness activist and
American forester, the Bob Marshall Wilderness is
a formidable, largely untouched complex of remote
public backcountry land. The area includes more
than a million acres brimming with lush meadows,
crystalline lakes and streams, towering pine forests,
vast river valleys, jagged granite faces and the
deepest limestone caves in the U.S.
Designated by Congress as part of the Wilderness
Act of 1964, it is the third largest area of its kind in
the lower 48 states. But unlike national parks, you
won’t find a snarl of idling cars here: they’re not
allowed. The only possible way to reach the heart
of this rugged wilderness is by pack animal.

At just 15, Eyer began immersing himself in the wild. He enrolled
in mountaineering and ice-climbing courses with the Sierra Club—
one of its youngest members at that time. While out hiking one
weekend, he stumbled upon a pack train on a trail, and it would
become a defining moment in his life. “I’m going to do that someday,” he remembers saying. And the rest of his life was built around
doing just that.
It’s a typical Saturday at Eyer’s Ovando ranch. He moves among
his pack feeding, watering and talking to each mule in the
chatty tones of siblings. Rufus, Clementine, Cricket, Delmer and
Pearl exhale thought bubbles of vapor in the 20-degree cold as Eyer
begins to assemble his summer schedule of pack trips.
“I’m completely self-taught as a packer, and it’s about the worst
way to learn,” he says. There may be bliss in not knowing what
you don’t know, but packing can be dangerous. Small matters, like
how to cross a river raging with a late-spring runoff flowing at 8,000
cubic feet per second. Or, you know, how not to fall off a cliff.
“If you don’t have a clue what you’re doing, there’s no cell phone
reception in The Bob, no rip cord to pull when something goes
wrong,” he says.
The issue of wildlife interaction can also be challenging. The Bob
plays host to more than 60 different breeds of mammals. In 20
years, Eyer has seen grizzly bears, wolf packs, coyotes, lynxes,
deer, elks, moose, black bears, mountain goats and mountain
sheep—all, fortunately, without incident.
While Eyer isn’t an outfitter-for-hire, he does pack for other guides
and contracts with the U.S. Forest Service to aid seasonal repairs.
In 2018, he hauled 38,000 pounds of material for a bridge rebuild
over the course of seven weeks. Twelve-hour days, three days on,
one off—all while helming an electrical contracting company.
Now a board member of the Bob Marshall Wilderness Foundation,
he is active in both mentoring future packers, teaching the skills
necessary to develop accomplished wilderness packers for the
future, and connecting average people with backcountry volunteer
opportunities. Every summer, volunteers help open trails and
restore historic buildings.
But whether apprentice, volunteer or friend, Eyer loves introducing
people to this wild place.
“This place is transformative. So much happens in The Bob,” he says
“Introducing people to the wilderness in a way that they are able
to have a deeper experience of themselves is what I most enjoy.”

WHEN THE SNOWPLOWS WRAP UP THEIR DAY’S WORK
by 4:00PM, the hikers and bikers hit the road. “We run guided tours
and private tours later in the day and get in a seven- to ten-mile ride
along creeks and rivers,” says O’Hearne. If taking in the breathtaking
scenery isn’t memorable enough, having the road to yourself
certainly is. “Experiencing Going-to-the-Sun Road without cars is
spectacular. People are absolutely floored. It’s one of the coolest
things you can ever do,” she says.
Rugged beauty aside, you don’t need to train for this adventure:
Whitefish Outfitters uses pedal-assist e-bikes. “You don’t have
to be hardcore to enjoy this, and e-bikes allow differently abled
people to get to places they’d never be able to otherwise,”
O’Hearne explains.

Follow the Sun
GOING-TO-THE-SUN ROAD. It’s a poetic name for a 50-mile stretch
of roadway that traverses Glacier National Park, about 2 hours
from Paws Up. Serpentine turns reward visitors with jaw-dropping
views of thick forests and craggy mountains. It is widely considered
one of America’s most scenic roads, but during the winter months,
the name is a bit of a misnomer since you won’t be going
anywhere—the upper elevations of the road close due to snowfall.

Closed to cars,
Glacier’s Going - to - the-Sun Road
sparkles and shines in spring

However, time it right (if Mother Nature cooperates), and you might
just experience something extraordinary—that sweet spot before
the road opens to cars. It’s known as hiker/biker season, and it is
pure magic.
“Typically around April, they start plowing the road from both
entrances on the west and east sides, working toward each
other,” explains Jessica O’Hearne, general manager at Whitefish
Outfitters & Tours, which offers tours in Glacier National Park and
the Flathead Valley. “Once the sections of road are safe enough to
traverse, the National Park Service opens it to hikers and bikers,
who can access the road without the presence of cars.”

While she has seen everyone enjoy this experience, from
dirt-bike-riding farm kids to grandparents, it’s not intended for
those under 10. O’Hearne also suggests bringing a sense of
adventure. “Montana is a little bit different than other luxury
mountain destinations,” she says with palpable pride.

Dream
house,
treehouse
Fancy catching a few zzzs in the trees?
Thank this nine-year-old architect.

If you’ve ever watched a home improvement show
on TV and thought, “I could do that!” you’re not alone.
Inspired by the popular series Treehouse Masters, a
nine-year-old North Carolina boy, Eli Sylvester, set
to work building his own dream treehouse on his
family’s three-acre property in Murphy. It’s far from
a plywood A-frame: Eli’s Treehouse features two
levels, with an upstairs loft. Two twin beds
upstairs and a bed on the main level are just right
for sleepovers, and Eli has plenty, since he and
his mother, Rachel, list the treehouse on Airbnb.
Wood floors, modern fixtures and thoughtful touches
abound (an electric heater keeps things warm, while
the French press is a nice touch come morning).
Of course, when a nine-year-old conceptualizes
a space, whimsy dominates, so go ahead and climb
up the squiggly pole, glide down the slide or whiz
along on the zip line. You can check availability for
Eli’s Treehouse on airbnb.com.

There’s Bound to Be Bison
E X P E R I E N C E A W I L D H E R D,
U P C L O S E A N D P E R S O N A L

Have you ever seen a bison smile?
Jokes aside, they’re pretty happy creatures. As Assistant Ranch
Manager Leigh Kelley says, bison express themselves much more
than other animals their size—say, cows or horses. “I don’t like to
give human characteristics to animals,” Kelley admits. “But if you’re
tuned into an animal and can really look at its expression, you can
read it pretty quickly, whether it’s happy or unhappy.”
T h e b i s o n a t P a w s U p ? T h e y ’ r e h a p p y.
That’s probably because they’ve been raised to live their best lives
roaming the Ranch’s 37,000 acres. Introduced to the property just
six years ago with six animals from nearby Deer Lodge (and, later,
merged with another group of bison from North Dakota), Paws Up
Ranch’s strain of bison has genetic ties back to the National Bison
Range in Moiese, Montana, and acts just as wild. Now 250 animals
strong, the herd is a living ode to Montana’s native terrain.
Over the winter, on those 40-below-zero days with massive
windchills, members of the herd would come loping down the snowy
hills, throwing themselves on the ground like dogs rolling in a pile
of snow, shaking it off before sauntering over to eat. Compared to
the cattle, who absolutely consume their feed, the bison take in
about 15 pounds of winter hay per day, then they’re content. “It’s so
neat to see them come into a climate in which they were designed
to live,” Kelley says. “They’re just really happy, and really express
that. That’s how they evolved.”

So how do you raise a herd of bison, anyway?
Trick question: You don’t. Kelley says that the Ranch’s approach
has been entirely hands-off, other than providing the basics: clean
water and good, healthy, grazeable feed and then staying
out of their way. For the most part, the bison herd’s only
job is to exist as an historic reminder of Montana’s native
species. That, and they’re pretty great at mowing the grass.
Seeing as bison have a natural inclination to roam and move a lot,
Paws Up’s ranchers have gotten into a groove rotating the herd
over wide swaths of land, using it as a grass management system
via grazing. Because bison have a fairly significant lifespan of 30
years, they have plenty of time to get the lay of the land. As Kelley
explains, “They learn so much—where’s the water flow, where’s the
best grazing grass, where’s the shadiest place during the summer
heat. It’s really valuable for them, just understanding where they
are and how they fit into their natural resources.”
If you visit Paws Up during spring, you’ll be on the periphery of the
bison highlight of the year: calving season. Bison are “seasonal
breeders,” meaning that they breed in late spring and early
summer based on optimal natural conditions. And because they
have a long breeding life—typically from three years old until about
22 or 24 years—that means a lot of new calves are born onto the
Ranch every spring. Last year, the Ranch welcomed 90 calves.
If you bring a set of binoculars and follow a rancher to the little
“boutique” herd that’s kept closest to The Resort, you’re bound to
catch a glimpse.
With a herd as big as Paws Up’s, there’s purposeful crowd control.
Every year, some animals are marketed and sold for high-quality
protein, grass-fed meat. But the bulk of the herd keeps growing.
“Their greatest value is just aesthetic,” Kelley says, “They’re just
really neat to observe.”
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Fortunately, there is the experience of snowmelt trickling down from
Rocky Mountain peaks and crashing into the Blackfoot River Valley.
And that means mud-soaked ATV rides, white-knuckle fly-fishing and
cattle drives that’ll leave kids all tuckered out. Along with Wilderness
Workshops and cooking demonstrations, this year’s Spring Break,
March 21–April 21, will be next-level for real.

